THE PERIOD NOVEL            123
which explains them, the idea of society, being there before they had begun to exist* These events and these characters are not seized as realities in themselves, in other words, but are used as illustrations of a reality which eternally remains outside and is never incarnated. At moments Mr Wells and Mr Galsworthy forget the idea, and then they are novelists in the beaten track, like Thackeray or Dickens. But we are considering the form they have used and upheld, and to this form all the bad things that M- Fernandez says about the recit are clearly applicable. It is not essentially an aesthetic form, and its practicians do not attain universality by obeying its laws, but by disregarding them. It lays importance on elements which to a later age will have but an historical interest, the atmosphere of a special period or a particular environment*
For the imaginative writer can draw a picture of society; but only an historian can reconstruct a particular society or show us a society in evolution; and the period novel is really a spurious kind of history which occasionally breaks into fiction. It is never both at the same time; when it is of help to the social student it is